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Introduction

NASA Ames Research Center and Architectural Resources Group, Architects, Planners & Conservators, 
Inc. (ARG) have developed Reuse Guidelines for the Observation Tower, Building 32, at the U.S. Naval 
Station at NASA Ames Research Center, California.  This report is one of a series prepared for many 
of the historic buildings at the site.  The Reuse Guidelines have been designed to assist NASA Ames 
professional staff, tenants, and their consultants in rehabilitating structures on the historic Navy base 
by identifying character-defi ning features, outlining the opportunities for reuse and evaluating code 
defi ciencies. 

I. Executive Summary

Constructed in 1933 as a part of NASA’s construction campaign, Building 32 is a two-story, wood-frame, 
tower fi nished in stucco and has a concrete base. The building is characterized by its distinctive irregular 
plan, and has an adjoining two-story bay at its northeast corner and a retractable metal panel at the second 
story. Historically used as an observation tower to direct dirigible takeoffs and landings, the building 
underwent alterations at an unknown date to include a third story addition with a metal balcony. Today, 
the building is unoccupied.

The United States Naval Air Station Sunnyvale, California (the historic name of the base) was listed on 
the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) as a historic district in 1994 for its important role in the 
development of U.S. Naval aviation prior to World War II and as a collection of buildings refl ective of 
early twentieth-century military planning, engineering, and construction.  (See Appendix 7 for the NRHP 
Moffett Field District Nomination).  Building 32 is a contributor to the district and retains a fair degree 
of integrity.  Constructed in 1933, many of the building’s character-defi ning features are intact on the 
exterior.  It is not known to what extent the character-defi ning features are intact on the interior, as access 
to the interior of Building 32 was limited by debris, hazardous materials, and poor structural condition.  
The two-story structure retains its original volume.  (Character-defi ning features, including signifi cance 
and condition ratings are listed in section VII and Appendix 1.)

  The building is currently not in use.  Its future use remains to be determined. Reuse of the building 
should comply with The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation (The Standards).   The 
Standards can be accessed on the National Park Service website (www.nps.gov) and are presently located 
at the following URL: http://www.nps.gov/history/hps/tps/tax/rhb.  Plans for the reuse of Building 32 
should take into consideration the preservation of the building’s character-defi ning and contributing 
features, including, but not limited to, the overall form of the building, fenestration pattern, materials, 
and central open interior space.  Changes to non-character-defi ning features may be undertaken, but the 
impact to the character defi ning and contributing features should be carefully evaluated.  

Future renovations will require Fire/Life Safety and Disabled Accessibility upgrades to comply with 
current codes.  These include, but are not limited to, the addition of fi re sprinklers, exit path of travel and 
exit door upgrades, and disabled access improvements to door and door hardware. The impact of these 
upgrades to the character defi ning and contributing features should be carefully evaluated.
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Further analysis is required for the management of hazardous materials and upgrades to the mechanical, 
electrical and structural systems. Existing mechanical fl ues, ducts and conduits protruding from windows 
and exposed on the exterior should be removed. The impact of these upgrades to the character defi ning 
and contributing features should also be carefully evaluated.

II. Project Team

Client
National Aeronautics & Space Administration (NASA)
Ames Research Center
Mail Stop 19-12
Moffett Field, CA  94035-1000

Consultant
Architectural Resources Group, Inc.
Pier 9, The Embarcadero
San Francisco, CA 94111

Aaron Jon Hyland, AIA, Principal
Paul Nachtsheim, Associate
Jennifer Costa, LEED AP, Associate
Kim Sykes, AIA, Designer
Serpil Gezgin, Designer                            
Vanessa Miller, LEED AP, Designer
Sara Cone, Designer
Anny Su, Architectural Historian
Lauren MacDonald, Architectural Historian
Nicole Fannin, Intern
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III. Methodology

ARG staff conducted site reviews of Building 32 in January and October 2006.  During the site visits, 
notes were taken on the character-defi ning features of the building and photographic documentation was 
completed on the exterior as well as major interior spaces. Documents were provided by NASA Ames 
Research Center and were used as a general reference in the production of this report. The verifi cation of 
the accuracy of the documents was not included in the scope of work. 

Site reviews were conducted with the understanding that the current use of the building would be 
continued. The site reviews were limited to a general observation of the buildings and building 
components and detailed survey of all interior spaces was not included in the scope of work. Furthermore, 
limited access to some areas of the building were required due to issues of security, privacy, safety, or 
other limitations.

ARG staff reviewed both primary and secondary research materials at the following institutions:

• 1950 Navy Docks & Yards Micro Film;

• Engineering Documentation Center (located in Building N-213); and

• Ames Imaging Library (located Building in building N-241).

The following documents were utilized as the main sources of information:

• The 1994 National Register of Historic Places Nomination Form for the US Naval Air Station 
Moffett Field Central Historic District;

• Aerial photographs dating from 1931 through 1944; and

• Architectural Drawings including;

o U. S. Naval Air Station Sunnyvale, Sunnyvale, California.  “Service and Housing Facilities 
for Floodlights and Landing Fields, Plans, Elevations and Details.”  Drawings dated 28 
October 1933.
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IV. Building 32 Summary

Location:  Sayre Avenue, Moffett Field
Area:   NASA Ames Research Center - Central Historic District
Date of Construction: 1933
Historic Structure: Yes
Historic Use:  Observation Tower
Current Use:  Unoccupied
Hazard Level:  Ordinary
Number of Floors: Two
1st Floor:  290 gross ft
2nd Floor:  290 gross ft
Total:   580 gross ft
Exterior Materials:  Concrete base and steps, wood stud walls with integral color stucco
Construction Frame:  Concrete base and wood frame wall, fl oor/ceiling and roof construction 

The buildings in the eastern, industrial section, such as the enormous Hangar 1 (the dirigible hangar) and 
Building 2, were placed on a grid with very little green space or relationship between the buildings

5
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      Ames Research Center, Moffett Field, Calif. Building Location Plan.”  
      February 2000.

V. Historical Background and Site Context

The dirigibles were part of a domestic security program designed by Admiral William A. Moffett.  The 
dirigibles were capable of staying airborne for much longer periods of time than airplanes and were 
considered ideal for conducting reconnaissance of the nation’s coastlines.  The 1933 station was defi ned 
by perimeter roads:  Wescot Road to the south and west, Bushnell Road to the south and west, and 
Sayre Avenue to the east.  The base was arranged in a formal and hierarchical arrangement typical of 
American military base design.  McCord Avenue, which runs north/south, divided the base into halves; 
the administration functions were located to the west and the industrial functions, including the massive 
dirigible hangar, were positioned to east.  The western section, including the Administration Building 
(Building 17), Dispensary , (Building 23)

Building 32
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The two Observation Towers (Buildings 32 and 33) were constructed on the landing strip for the large 
dirigibles, east of Hanger 1.  All of the buildings within the original base, with the exception of Hangar 1 
and the two Observation Towers, were constructed in the Spanish Colonial Revival Style.  

Building 32 was constructed during the 1931-1933 building campaign.  Plans for the Observation Tower, 
Building 32, were approved on October 28, 1933.  The Observation Tower faces west, toward the east 
elevation of Hanger 1.  The building is a small, concrete base and wood frame structure with an irregular 
footprint.  The second fl oor of the Observation Tower functioned as the observation point.

The United States Naval Air Station Sunnyvale, California was listed as a historic district in the National 
Register of Historic Places (NRHP) in 1994.  The Period of Signifi cance for these structures is 1930–1935 
and 1942–1946, which corresponds to the period of Navy occupation.  Building 32 is a contributor to the 
district.

VI. Building Description

Building 32 is a small, two-story structure with an irregular-shaped footprint.  The building is composed 
of a two-story, square tower with a round, two-story, adjoining bay, located on the northeast corner of the 
building.  The exterior walls are wood stud walls, sheathed in stucco over diagonal sheating.  The tower 
is an open volume at the fi rst and second fl oors.  A stairway located along the north interior wall provides 
access to the second story.  The second fl oor of the round tower functioned as the observation location 
with a metal, retractable panel.  Historically, the metal panels withdrew to reveal the Sperry light.  It was 
also from this location that the fl agmen would direct the landing of the dirigibles.

A high watertable surrounds the base of the building.  The fi rst and second stories are articulated by a 
projecting, copper stringcourse.  All of the windows are recessed, wood-frame, double-hung, six-over-six 
sash with wood sills.  At the present time, all windows on the fi rst fl oor are covered with plywood boards 
on the exterior façade.  

A single entrance is located on the west (primary) elevation.  Originally the entrance was comprised of 
a paired, multi-lite, sash door with four-lite transom.  Three concrete steps and landing provide access to 
the entrance.  The door is no longer extant and the entry is boarded with limited access.  A single, wood-
frame, double-hung, six-over-six sash window occupies the second story of this elevation.

The north, south, and east elevations are similar.  A single, wood-frame, double-hung, six-over-six, sash 
window, centrally located above the stepped watertable punctuates the fi rst fl oor of the north, south and 
east elevations.  The windows punctuating the second fl oor are similar in size and scale to those located 
on the fi rst fl oor.  

A round tower marks the northeast corner of the building.  Directly above the copper stringcourse is a 
metal, roll-away door, providing a 270-degree observation point.    

Overall, in form, materials, and detail, the exterior portion of the Observation Tower (Building 32) retains 
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a fair amount of its historic appearance.

Exterior Landscape/Setting Modifi cations
The building was originally constructed as one of two Observation Towers to help facilitate the safe take-
off and landing of the dirigibles to and from Hanger 1.  The location and setting of the Observation Tower 
remains unchanged from initial construction.  However, the discontinued use of Hanger 1 and its relating 
Observation Towers has resulted in a change in the building’s context and integrity.  In addition, general 
deterioration to the building and its surroundings has occurred as a result of under use.
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VII. Historic Character-Defi ning Features

Refer to Appendix 1 for a matrix of character defi ning features, 
including specifi c location of building components.  For illustrated 
plans and elevations, see Appendix 3, Signifi cance Diagrams. 

 
Alteration of signifi cant and contributing building components shall 
be in keeping with original design, confi guration and material.  For 
more information, see The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for 
the Treatment of Historic Properties.  The Standards can be accessed 
on the National Park Service website (www.nps.gov) and are 
presently located at the following URL: http://www.nps.gov/history/
hps/tps/tax/rhb.

See Appendix 5, Current Conditions Photographs for photos 
showing the character-defi ning building components listed below.  
For building fl oor plans, see Appendix 2,    Existing Floor Plans and 
Rehabilitation.

1. Signifi cant Character-Defi ning Features:  these are the features 
that convey the building’s historic character and signifi cance.  
Alteration or removal of these features could result in a loss of 
integrity and should be avoided. Note that second fl oor features were 
not observed.

The following are signifi cant features:

• Water table base course;

• Cement plaster surface;

• 6/6 double hung windows;

• 4-lite transom and frame above door;

• Door frame 

• Metal roll-away door;

• Ornamental copper bands;

• Collection boxes;

• Vents;

• Light fi xture at west elevation; and

• Interior fi rst fl oor features including: 

o Interior confi guration

o Wood stair;
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Illustration 2. Ornamental copper 
bands are a signifi cant feature. 
(Source: ARG, October 2006)

Illustration 3. Concrete steps and 
water table base course are sig-
nifi cant features. (Source: ARG, 
October 2006)

Illustration 1. Copper downspouts 
and collection boxes are sig-
nifi cant features. (Source: ARG, 
October 2006)
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o Floor (concrete);

o Walls (plaster);

o Ceiling (plaster); and

o Metal pipe railing.

• Exterior concrete steps

Note:  the second fl oor, which was not observed, has been rated  
       signifi cant.

2. Contributing Features:  these features are important elements 
that contribute to the understanding of the original design. 
Alteration or removal of these features may be necessary for 
programmatic or building system requirements.  However, removal 
should be minimized and where necessary mitigated.

The following are contributing features:

• There are no contributing features. 

3. Tertiary Features:  these features are original elements 
of the building that are of a lower importance relative to the 
understanding of the original design.  Alteration or removal of 
these features, if necessary, would have a limited affect on the 
integrity of the building. 

The following are tertiary features:

• There are no tertiary features.  (2nd fl oor was not observed.)

4. Non-Contributing Features:  these features are elements of 
the building that have been remodeled or areas where additional 
alteration would not affect the original integrity of the building.  
In some cases, removal of the non-contributing features may be 
benefi cial to the historic integrity of the building.

The following are non-contributing features:

• Exterior lighting fi xtures (on parapet wall); and

• Wood replacement door.

Illustration 4. Metal roll-away 
door is a signifi cant feature. 
(Source: ARG, October 2006)

Illustration 5. Six-over-six, wood, 
double-hung windows are a sig-
nifi cant feature.  (Source: ARG, 
October 2006)

Illustration 6.  Interior wood 
stairs and metal pipe railing are 
signifi cant features. (Source: 
ARG, October 2006)
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5. Conservation of Intact Historic Fabric

The following materials require special care and treatment in their maintenance and rehabilitation:

• All copper including ornamental bands, downspouts and collection boxes 

• Wood sash windows and frames;

• Wood doors and frames; and

• Cement plaster.

VIII. Opportunities for Reuse

Buildings 32 and 33 are not occupied are not expected to regain their historical function as Observation 
Towers.  Building 32 offers a number of opportunities for adaptive reuse, and these opportunities should 
be considered together with Building 33 and in relation to Hangar 1.  

The Moffett Field Museum was housed in Hangar 1 for a number of years before closing in 2002.  If 
Hangar 1’s use as a museum is renewed, or any alternative use of Hangar 1 is pursued, incorporation of 
the Observation Towers into the overall design should be considered.

Architectural modifi cations to Building 32 should start with cleaning the building interior of debris and 
hazardous materials, followed by structural stabilization of the interior wood stairs to provide access to 
interior signifi cant character-defi ning features. Any alteration should be approached carefully since the 
building has unique historical and architectural values.

IX. Code Evaluations and Recommendations

A. Fire/Life Safety

Description

Building 32 is a two-story structure, built in 1933 as an Observation Tower, similar to Building 33.  The 
sole building entry is on the west façade, reached by three steps and a high 3 in. threshold. Building 32 is 
located near northeast corner of the Hangar 1.  Building 32 is no longer in use, but the original exterior 
features are still intact.

The fi rst fl oor of the tower is an open volume and is currently used for storage.  The second fl oor of the 
round tower functioned as the observation location where the fl agmen directed the landing and departure 
of dirigibles. The building is classifi ed as B Occupancy and the construction type is Type V-N.  Section 
IX B. includes a glossary of building construction types and occupancy types that exist within the scope 
of this report.
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California’s State Historical Building Code (SHBC), located in chapter 34 of CBC, shall be used 
in conjunction with the California Building Code as stated in section 8-102.1:  “These regulations 
are applicable for all issues regarding building code compliance for qualifi ed historical buildings or 
properties.  These regulations are to be used in conjunction with the regular code to provide alternatives 
to the regular code to facilitate the preservation of qualifi ed historical buildings or properties.  These 
regulations shall be used whenever compliance with the regular code is required for qualifi ed historical 
buildings or properties.”

Analysis

1. Occupancy and Construction type: Building 32 is classifi ed as B Occupancy and Type V-N 
construction. Table 5-A of the CBC allows Occupancy B to be construction type V-N. 

Recommendation: The current occupancy is permitted in the existing building construction type.

2. Location on Property: CBC Table 5-A limits the exterior bearing walls to be minimum One-hour less 
than 20 ft. to property lines. Building 32 is separated on four sides and does not need exterior wall and 
opening protection. 

Recommendation: Modifi cations to the building based on its location on the property are not 
required.

3. Allowable Area: According to CBC Table 5-B the allowable area for B Occupancy/ Type V-N is 8,000 
ft². Building 32 does not exceed the allowable area.

Recommendation: Building 32 is within the allowable area.

4. Allowable Height: Table 5-B of the CBC limits the number of stories of the building to 2 stories and an 
overall height of 40 ft. for Construction Type V-N. Building 32 does not exceed the allowable height.

Recommendation: The building is within the allowable height.

5. Means of Egress Identifi cation: Section 1003.2.8.2 requires the path of travel to and within exits to be 
identifi ed with code compliant exit signs.  Building 32 has one exterior exit door.  The door is obviously 
and clearly identifi able and does not need to have an exit sign when approved by a building offi cial. 

Recommendation: No improvements needed.

6. Doors: CBC Section 1003.3.1.3 requires a clear opening of 32 in.  CBC section 1003.3.1.5 requires 
the exit doors serving an occupant load of 10 or more to swing in the direction of egress. Building 32 
occupancy load is less than 10.  Section 1003.3.1.6.2 requires a level landing on each side of all doors that 
are part of the means of egress system. This section also requires the landing to be 44 in. in length when 
the door swings away and 60 in. in the direction of the door swing.  The exit door has a clear opening of 
32 in. and swings in the direction of egress, but the landing is only 3 ft. and it is approximately 3 in. lower 
than the fi rst fl oor. 
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Recommendation: Fire/life safety requirements for Building 32 should be considered together 
with accessibility requirements. Currently the door is not original. Original construction 
documents show wood swing doors and a metal threshold. Building 33 door is still intact and 
provides a sample for Building 32 to replace in kind. Replacement doors should open 180 degree 
to provide minimum clear opening 29.5 in. as per CBC Section 8-603.2 preferred alternatives. 

To extend the exterior concrete landing 44 in. and raise the platform to the interior level would 
greatly diminish the historical character of the building. 44 in. requirement for landing might 
be met by providing a separate, possibly temporary platform that is lightweight and visually 
unimposing, in conjunction with an accessible ramp to enter the building.  CBC section 8-704 
allows nonhistorical additions and nonhistorical alterations which are structurally separated from 
and existing historical structure. The original stairs must be kept and these projects should be 
carefully analyzed so as to not alter any signifi cant character-defi ning features of the building.

7. Stairs and Guardrails: CBC section 1003.3.3.3 requires the rise and run of the stair to be a minimum 
of 7 in. and 11 in., respectively. CBC section 1003.3.3.6.1 requires all stairs (two or more risers) to have a 
handrail on each side. Section 509 of the CBC requires guardrails at all unenclosed fl oor or roof openings, 
open or glazed stairways, aisles, landings, ramps, balconies, or porches, which are over 30 in. above 
grade or the fl oor below. SHBC section 8-502.1 exception 5 allows the enforcing agent to accept “any 
other condition which will allow or provide for the ability to quickly and safely evacuate any portion of 
a building without undue exposure and which will meet the intended exiting and life safety stipulated by 
these regulations.”
Both exterior and interior stair risers are 8 in.  The run of the stair is 12 in. at the exterior and 10 in. at 
the interior.  Exterior stairs don’t have a handrail; interior stairs have a handrail on the wall side, and no 
guardrail. 

Recommendation: Because of the size and limited occupancy of Building 32, alteration to 
the interior stairs is not recommended. Any alteration to this main feature of the building will 
impact the historical character of the building.  The added handrails to exterior stairs should be 
compatible with existing interior handrails. Interior stairs should have a handrail on the wall and a 
guardrail on the inside sympathetic to the original handrail design.

8. Ramps: There are no ramps at Building 32.  

Summary of Recommendations

1. Construction type: The current occupancy is permitted in the existing building construction 
type.

2. Location on Property: Modifi cations to the building based on the location on the property 
are not required.

3. Allowable Area: Building 32 is within the allowable area.
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4. Allowable Height: The building is within the allowable height.
5. Means of Egress Identifi cation: No improvements needed.

6. Doors: Fire/life safety requirements for Building 32 should be considered together with accessibility 
requirements.  The requirement for a landing may be met by providing a separate, possibly temporary 
platform that is lightweight and visually unimposing, in conjunction with an accessible ramp to enter the 
building. 
The building might also be considered exempt from some of these code requirements because of its 
historical character, when approved by the building offi cial.
 7. Stairs and Guardrails: Because of the size and limited occupancy of Building 32, alteration to the 
interior stairs is not recommended. Any alteration to this main feature of the building will impact the 
historical character of the building.  The added handrails to exterior stairs should be compatible with 
existing interior handrails. Interior stairs should have a handrail on the wall and a guardrail on the inside 
sympathetic to the original handrail design. 

8. Ramps: There are no ramps at Building 32. 

B. Glossary of Terms: Construction and Occupancy Types
The following is a summary description of the Construction and Occupancy Types for Building 32.

Glossary of Construction Types, referenced from the 2001 California Building Code: 

Type V-N Type V buildings may be of any materials allowed by the 
2001 CBC.  Materials of construction and fi re-resistive 
requirements shall be as specifi ed in CBC Section 601.  
Structural framework shall be of steel or iron as specifi ed 
in CBC Chapter 22, concrete as specifi ed in CBC Chapter 
19, masonry as specifi ed in CBC Chapter 21, or wood as 
specifi ed in CBC Chapters 6 and 23.

Glossary of Occupancy Types: Referenced from the 2001 California Building Code  

Group B A building or structure, or a portion thereof, for offi ce, 
professional or service-type transaction, including 
storage of records and accounts; eating and drinking 
establishments with an occupant load of less than 50.

14
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C. Disabled Accessibility

Analysis

1. Accessible Parking: CBC section 1129B.1 requires that where parking is provided for the public as 
clients, guests, or employees, accessible parking will also be provided. Section 1129B.4 requires one van 
accessible space for every eight accessible spaces, with a minimum of one van space.  

Recommendation: Building 32 has limited occupancy and one accessible parking space meets the 
code requirements. Provide one van accessible parking space as close as possible to the building 
entry.

2. Accessible Route: CBC section 1114B.1.2 requires an accessible route of travel to all portions of the 
building that are required to be accessible. The SHBC Section 8-604 allows for equivalent facilitation 
to be provided in lieu of a path of travel to all areas of the building where providing access “would 
threaten or destroy the historical signifi cance or character-defi ning features of the building or site or cause 
unreasonable hardship.”  

Recommendation: Providing wheelchair accessibility to second fl oor is only possible through 
the addition of an elevator. Considering the small size of the building, this addition would 
signifi cantly impact character-defi ning features of the building.  It is recommended that 
wheelchair access be provided to the fi rst fl oor only, with a compatible, non-permanent separate 
ramp structure and landing at entrance door, providing access to the exterior entrance door.  It is 
important to note that a ramp directly adjacent the building could negatively impact the building, 
and a ramp should be integrated into the proposed vertical access structure.  An alternative to 
providing access to the fi rst fl oor would be to provide equivalent facilitation at an accessible 
level.  An example of the use of equivalent facilitation would be in the case that Building 32 
be used for interpretive uses: displays and informational devices could be located adjacent the 
building at an accessible level.

3. Doors: Section 1133B.2.4 of the CBC requires a level landing on each side of a door. Section 
1133B.2.4.2 requires maneuvering clearance to be 60 in. on the swing side of interior doors and 48 in. 
on the non-swing side of the door with a closer (44 in. without closer).   Section 1133B.2.5.2 requires 
hardware that is hand operable with a single effort without requiring the ability to grasp.  

Recommendation: It is recommended that missing doors be replaced in kind. Original doors 
were wood swinging double doors. The front door at Building 33 is still intact as a sample. The 
replacement door should be furnished with code compliant hardware. The landing width and 
height should be compatible with the non-permanent platform mentioned above.

4. Stairs: Section 1133B.4.4 of the CBC requires striping for the visually impaired on the top and 
bottom nosing of each run of stairs at interior stairs, and at each nosing for exterior stairs.  CBC Section 
1133B.4.2 requires handrails to extend 12 in. beyond the top nosing and 12 in. plus the tread width, 
beyond the bottom nosing.  
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Recommendation: It is recommended that handrails for the interior stair wall and guardrail be 
provided. Extend these handrails 12 in. beyond the top nosing and 12 in. plus the tread width 
beyond the bottom nosing. Provide handrails for exterior stairs and extend these handrails 12 in. 
beyond the top nosing and 12 in. plus the tread width beyond the bottom nosing to meet code 
requirements. Provide striping for the visually impaired on the top and bottom nosing of each run 
of stairs at the interior, and at all stair nosings at the exterior.

5. Restrooms: There are no restrooms at Building 32.
6. Signage: Sections 1103.2.4, 1127B.3, 1129B.5, and 1115B.5 of the CBC require code-compliant 
signage identifying accessible entrances, parking, areas of refuge, passenger loading zone, toilet and 
bathing facilities, and exit signage at the exit stairs.  

Recommendation: Because of the small size and occupancy load, many of these requirements are 
not applicable to Building 32.  Provide “Accessible Van Parking” and “Tow Away” signage for 
the van accessible stall.

Summary of Recommendations

1. Accessible Parking: Building 32 has limited occupancy and one accessible parking space meets the 
code requirements. Provide one van accessible parking space as close as possible to the building entry.

2. Accessible Route: Providing wheelchair accessibility to second fl oor is only possible through the 
addition of an elevator. Considering the small size of the building, this addition would signifi cantly 
impact character-defi ning features of the building.  It is recommended that wheelchair access be provided 
to the fi rst fl oor only, with a compatible, non-permanent separate ramp structure and landing at entrance 
door, providing access to the exterior entrance door.  An alternative to providing access to the fi rst fl oor 
would be to provide equivalent facilitation at an accessible level.    

3. Doors: It is recommended that missing doors be replaced in kind.  The replacement door should be 
furnished with code compliant hardware. The landing width and height should be compatible with the 
non-permanent platform mentioned above.

4. Stairs: It is recommended that handrails for the interior and exterior stairs and guardrails be provided.  
Provide striping for the visually impaired on the top and bottom nosing of each run of stairs at the interior, 
and at all stair nosings at the exterior.

5. Restrooms: There are no restrooms at Building 32.

6. Signage: Because of the small size and occupancy load, many of these requirements are not applicable 
to Building 32.  Provide “Accessible Van Parking” and “Tow Away” signage for the van accessible stall.
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D. Energy Conservation 

Description

The Observation Tower structure is wood frame over concrete base. Insulation in the exterior walls could 
not be confi rmed without destructive testing. According to original construction documents, there is no 
insulation inside walls, fl oor/ceiling, or roof/ceiling assemblies. Some deteriorated portions of wall were 
observed to have no insulation. The double hung windows are single glazed. 

Analysis

As a contributing building in the historical district, Building 32 is exempt from energy code requirements. 

Recommendation: No improvements are proposed for the current condition.  Should a 
rehabilitation be undertaken in the future, energy saving measures that are non-invasive could 
be implemented.  Energy saving measures would include weather-stripping doors and windows, 
installation of wall and roof insulation where possible, and use of high-effi ciency mechanical 
systems.

X. Future Studies Needed

A. Hazardous Materials

Although a hazardous materials report has not yet been completed, there are several types of historical 
materials and fi nishes that are known to contain asbestos and other hazardous materials in the building 
construction.  The wrought iron fi nish and most painted surfaces in the building likely have some lead-
based paint residues, and should be tested.

It is recommended that a complete hazardous materials report be completed on the building.

B. Mechanical and Electrical Systems

There is no heating, cooling, or air conditioning mechanical systems in the building.  Currently, electrical 
systems are exposed, damaged, and non-compliant. All new mechanical and electrical systems should 
be designed to preserve the character of the signifi cant materials and spaces identifi ed in this report, and 
utilize energy effi cient design principles to the extent possible.

C. Structural Systems

The building has a concrete base and wood frame upper structure. The damage on the exterior wood 
stud wall could not be confi rmed without destructive testing. The exterior of the building is stucco over 
diagonal wood sheathing, which seems to be in stable condition. The fl oor/ceiling assembly, which has 
diagonal wood sheathing over wood joists, looks stable as well. The stair to the second fl oor is structurally 
in poor condition. 
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Overall, the building appears to be structurally in fair condition. In the course of rehabilitating the 
building, the structural system should be analyzed for seismic and gravity load defi ciencies and reinforced 
as necessary. Strengthening provisions should be designed to preserve signifi cant materials and elements.
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Elements Signifi cance Condition Comments
Exterior
North Elevations

Water table base course S F
Cement plaster surface S F
Windows:

6/6 Double hung wood windows S P one at second 
fl oor exposed, one 
at ground fl oor 
(concealed behind 
wood infi ll panel)

Doors:
Metal roll-away door S P fi xed in place 

(conceals Signal 
Tower)

Ornamental copper bands
     Upper band S P at round portion of 

Tower
     Lower band S F
Collection box S F
Vents S G

East Elevation
Water table base course S F patched spall, new 

spalling at SE corner
Cement plaster surface S F
Windows:

6/6 double hung wood windows S P one at second 
fl oor exposed, one 
at ground fl oor 
(concealed behind 
wood infi ll panel)

Doors:
Metal roll-away door S F fi xed in place 

(conceals Signal 
Tower)

Character-Defining Features

Signifi cance Rating Condition Rating 
S=Signifi cant
C=Contributing G=Good
T=Tertiary F=Fair
N=Non-contributing P=Poor
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Ornamental copper bands
     Upper band S P at round portion of 

Tower
     Lower band S F
Collection box S F painted at fi rst fl oor 

only
      Exterior lighting fi xtures N P on parapet wall

South Elevation
Water table base course S F
Cement plaster surface S F
Windows

6/6 double hung wood windows S P one at second 
fl oor exposed, one  
at ground fl oor 
concealed behind 
wood infi ll panel (N)

Vent S G
Ornamental copper band S F

    Exterior lighting fi xtures N F on parapet wall

West Elevation
Water table base course S F
Cement plaster surface S F
Windows

6/6 double hung wood window S P
Doors

Wood replacement door with 4-lite 
transom and frame 

N/S P original transom (S) 
partially concealed 
behind wood infi ll 
panel

Ornamental copper band   S F
     Light fi xture S P

Concrete steps S F-P rusted and broken at 
corners 

Interior
Ground fl oor

Signifi cance Rating Condition Rating 
S=Signifi cant
C=Contributing G=Good
T=Tertiary F=Fair
N=Non-contributing P=Poor
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Confi guration S G
Wood stair S P
Floor (concrete) S P
Walls (plaster) S P
Ceiling (plaster) S P ceiling fi nish missing 

in places
Metal pipe railing S G

Second fl oor S N/A not observed

Signifi cance Rating Condition Rating 
S=Signifi cant
C=Contributing G=Good
T=Tertiary F=Fair
N=Non-contributing P=Poor

Character Defi ning Features Matrix
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Appendix 2. Existing Floor Plans & Rehabilitation
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Appendix 3. Historic Character-Defining 
Significance Diagrams
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 Appendix 5. Current Conditions Photographs (2006)
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Figure 11.  West/front façade 
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Figure 12. Building 32 south and west façades 
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Figure 13.  South  façade
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Figure 14.  South and east façades and Hangar 1 to the west
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Figure 15.  East façade, Hangar 1 in background
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Figure 16.  Roll-away door and ornamental copper bands at 
east façade

Figure 17. Original collection box and ornamental band (around round 
portion of Tower) at east façade
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Figure 18:  Northeast façade/Tower, with Hangar 1 to the west and 
Building 119 to the south
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Figure 19.  North façade, with hangar 1 to the west and Building 119 to 
the south
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Figure 20. North and west façades
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Figure 21.  Entrance to Building 32 with plywood panel 
replacement door, concrete steps and high threshold



NASA Ames Research Center
Building 32 Reuse Guidelines

Architectural Resources Group
Architects, Planners & Conservators, Inc.

Figure 22.  Entrance with boarded transom and original light fi xture 
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Figure 23.  First fl oor interior view of stairs



NASA Ames Research Center
Building 32 Reuse Guidelines

Architectural Resources Group
Architects, Planners & Conservators, Inc.

Figure 24.  Wood ceiling/fl oor assembly and stairs to 2nd fl oor
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Figure 25.  Building 32 interior, stair base and railing in background
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Figure 26. Interior view of original six-over-six sash wood window
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 Appendix 6. Construction Plans

note:  Documents research for Buildings 32 and 33 produced one sole sheet of construction drawings 
for Building 33.  Due to the similarity in the original design of Buildings 32 and 33 (mirrored plans), we 
have included a copy of the document in the Building 32 report as well.  In addition, please note that the 
sheet is mislabeled Building 32.
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  Appendix 7. Moffett Field District Nomination  
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